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North Carolina Association of Directors of Social Services
2026 Legislative Priorities – Director’s Guide
Targeted Audience:  First and foremost, your DSS Board.  It is best you discuss with them your intentions and share the data you may present.  Then your local Board of Commissioners, it may be best to go through your county manager, and also your State Representatives (House and Senate).  Work through their email and their legislative assistants. County Managers may also be able to help you reach them. 

Talking Points with Local and State Legislators: 

1. State Funding of the Additional 25% FNS Administrative Cost
Federal legislation under H.R. 1 (July 2025) reduced the federal share of SNAP/Food and Nutrition Services (FNS) administrative funding from 50% to 25%, shifting the remaining cost burden to states and counties beginning on October 1, 2026.
In North Carolina, FNS is locally administered under the supervision of the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS).
County Impact
· The added 25% administrative burden represents an estimated $69 million impact to counties.  
· Larger counties face substantial dollar increases due to larger administrative burden and caseloads.
· Rural counties face disproportionate hardship due to limited tax bases.
· Without state funding, counties may possibly have to reduce staffing or reallocate local funds.
NCACDSS recommends the following legislative action: 
· Fully fund the additional 25% administrative share on a recurring basis.
Director Guidance
Food and Nutrition Services (FNS), North Carolina’s administration of the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), is a federal entitlement program designed and federally funded to ensure eligible individuals receive nutrition assistance regardless of where they live. In NC Counties administer the program under state supervision, but they do not control eligibility rules, benefit levels, or federal policy changes. When the federal government reduces its share of administrative funding, those cost shifts fall to states and counties that have no authority over program design, creating significant unfunded mandates at the local level. County governments rely primarily on local property tax revenue intended to fund schools, public safety, and core services — not to absorb federal funding reductions. If federal cost shifts are not addressed at the state level, counties are forced to divert local dollars or reduce staffing, which directly impacts service delivery and compliance. Federal policy decisions should not result in disproportionate financial burdens on county taxpayers.

- Explain how this impacts you in your county.  Use the FFY2025_FNS_SNAP_Issusances_By_County Case Counts Document for information. 
- Get administrative revenue loss from your budget to share with your local and state representatives. 
2. Maintaining SNAP/FNS in North Carolina
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), known in North Carolina as Food and Nutrition Services (FNS), is one of the most effective anti-poverty programs in the nation. On October 1, 2027 as a result of H.R. 1 states will be responsible for a benefit share percentage if their payment error rate is above 6%.  As of FFY 2025 North Carolina’s error rate was 7.01% which would result in a cost share by the state of approximately $151 million. 
FNS distributed $3,017,828,894 in benefits in Federal Fiscal Year 2025 while serving 1,864,563 individuals and 1,120,721 households in North Carolina during this same period.  The program also served over 46,000 veterans during this time period.  
- SNAP Benefits generates economic activity in grocery stores and rural communities in the amount of almost 4.2 billion dollars. 
NCACDSS recommends the following legislative action: 
· For the state to fund any cost of the benefits related to payment error rate. 
· Invest in modernization to improve timeliness, accuracy, and reduce the payment error rate as outlined in our letter regarding H.R. 1 dated February 13, 2026. 
Director Guidance
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), known in North Carolina as Food and Nutrition Services (FNS), is both a critical family support and a powerful local economic stabilizer. For families, it ensures consistent access to nutrition for working households, seniors, children, and individuals with disabilities, helping prevent temporary financial hardship from becoming long-term crisis. For communities, SNAP brings federal dollars directly into local economies, where benefits are spent quickly at grocery stores and food retailers, supporting jobs, small businesses, and rural economies. By reducing strain on food banks and emergency services while generating economic activity, SNAP strengthens both household stability and community resilience across North Carolina.
- Discuss your local efforts to improve SNAP error rate or just share if yours is below 6% state that. 
- Encourage technology enhancements that automate NC FAST processes in the SNAP eligibility process and the installation of “flags” in the system that identify areas in a case that could cause payment error or eligibility errors. 
- Give county specific data from the FFY 2025 FNS_SNAP Issuances spreadsheet. 
3. Funding for Guardianship and Adult Protective Services (APS)
County DSS agencies serve as guardians for thousands of vulnerable adults and carry statutory responsibility for Adult Protective Services investigations.
Services operate under oversight of the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services but are largely funded at the county level.  In FY 25 the county funded these services at 70.43% ($143,407,934) of all claimed costs while the state percentage was 1.19% ($2,428,405).  If budgets were spent to 100% of budgeted expenses the county spending percentages would increase while the state percentage would decrease. 
· Vulnerable Adults who are subject to abuse, neglect and exploitation and/or those who have lost competency and are not able to care not make appropriate decisions for themselves.  
· Local DSS agencies increasingly are having to intervene in these matters related to adults.  We see the following challenges with serving this population: 
· Inability to develop additional resources to address the complex mental and physical health needs of this population.  
· Having adequate resources to assist in the payment for placement of individuals in these programs. 
· Having adequate resources to fund essential needs and services of those whom local county department of social services has the statutory responsibility of caring for.  
· Rapidly growing caseloads in each of these areas. 
NCACDSS recommends the following legislative action: 
· Increase recurring state funding for public guardianship. We would propose $50,000,000 in recurring funding. 
· Adjust APS funding formulas to reflect caseload growth and complexity.  
Director Guidance
NC Counties serve as the guardian of last resort for North Carolina’s most vulnerable adults — individuals who are incapacitated and have no willing or appropriate family members. When courts appoint county Departments of Social Services as guardians, counties assume significant legal, financial, and ethical responsibility for medical decisions, housing arrangements, asset management, and long-term care oversight. These cases are often complex and long-term, involving dementia, severe mental illness, substance use disorders, and unstable housing, with guardianship frequently lasting for years. While this responsibility is established in state statute, funding has not kept pace with caseload growth or case complexity, leaving counties to absorb increasing costs and liability exposure. If the state mandates that counties fulfill this critical protective role, state funding must fully align with and support the true scope of that statutory responsibility.
- State Funding for FY 24-25 on claimed costs totaled 1.19% of the overall funding ($2,428,405 in state funding out of $128,079,589 in total funding).  County spending accounted for 70.43% of overall funding, $143,407,934.  If budgets were spent at 100% for Adult Services in counties the state percentage total would be much lower and county percentage total would increase substantially. 
- Be prepared to talk about your caseloads, funding levels, and complexity of cases.  
- Use the latest Adult Services Survey Report SFY 2024-2025 3_3_2026 to extract data from to tell your story. 
4. Child Welfare Workload Study Funding
North Carolina’s current caseload standards were adopted over 20 years ago.  In 2016 a study was conducted and recommended a workload study (https://www.ncleg.gov/Files/Library/agency/dhhs15203.pdf, p. 15).  That workload study was completed in October 2023.  (https://www.google.com/search?q=North+Carolina+Child+Welfare+Caseload+Standards&rlz=1C1GCEU_enUS1073US1073&oq=North+Carolina+Child+Welfare+Caseload+Standards&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyCQgAEEUYORigATIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigAdIBCDc2MTRqMGo3qAIIsAIB&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8).  The workload study found that caseload standards were between 40% and 100% higher than they should be depending upon the program (assessments, in home and Foster Care) and county size (small, medium, large).  

In FY 24-25 $858,102,844 was claimed for child welfare administrative funding.  Of that funding $26,013,727.12 (3.03%) was provided by the state and $512,439,843.20 (59.72%) was county funding.   These costs were only those reported and did not include vacant positions for which salaries were not paid. 

Child welfare services have grown more complex due many factors including but not limited to, an increase substance misuse disorders, complex behavioral health needs of foster children and families, increased documentation, increased state and federal compliance requirements,  and foster care placement instability and provider shortages. 
High caseloads increase risk to child safety and are directly linked to staff turnover in child welfare due to the work pressures related to this job.  These result in ongoing challenges related to the recruitment and retention of qualified social workers in this field.
NCACDSS recommends the following legislative action: 
Provide recurring funding the county needs for increased social worker staff, supervisors and administrators based on the recommendations from the workload study and NCACDSS work in analyzing the specific counties needs and cost.  Based upon feedback of Association Directors funding would be required in the amount of …….
Legislatively mandate staffing ratios based off of the workload study with legislation requiring additional studies every 10 years. 
Director Guidance
Child safety outcomes cannot improve without funding that reflects the true workload demands placed on frontline child welfare professionals. Social workers are responsible for conducting safety assessments, investigating abuse and neglect, managing complex family dynamics, coordinating placements, meeting federal and state documentation requirements, and appearing in court — all while working with families facing substance misuse disorders, mental health challenges, domestic violence, and housing instability. When caseloads exceed manageable levels, the risk of delayed responses, staff burnout, turnover, and inconsistent practice increases. High vacancy rates further compound workload pressures, reducing continuity for children and families. Sustainable improvement in child safety requires evidence-based staffing standards and recurring funding that aligns with case complexity and compliance obligations. Without investment that matches the scope of statutory responsibilities, even the strongest policy reforms cannot produce consistent, long-term safety outcomes for North Carolina’s children.
- Give specifics about your county and staffing related to the workforce study and funding needed. 
- Talk about complexities of casework, etc and how it impacts ability to do this job and build capacity for future generations of staff. 
5. NC FAST Technology Enhancements
(NC FAST – North Carolina Families Accessing Services through Technology)
NC FAST is the technology platform supporting Medicaid, FNS, Work First, Child Welfare, and other programs administered through the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services.
The NC FAST system has been dogged by systemic issues and an inability to gain the level of user compatibility since its inception in 2012.  This directly results in the following:
· Timeliness of benefits to clients
· Federal non-compliance
· Staff burnout
· Increased client wait times
Technology investments reduce error rates, audit findings, overtime strain, and vacancy pressures.
NCACDSS recommends the following legislative action: 
·  Invest in modernization to improve timeliness, accuracy, staff retention, federal compliance and reduce the eligibility errors as outlined in our letter regarding H.R. 1 dated February 13, 2026. 

Director Guidance
NC FAST is mission-critical infrastructure. Modernization is essential to service delivery, compliance, and workforce retention.
- Give specific examples of challenges you have with NC FAST and state how these changes will assist the program overall. 
6. Mandated APS and Guardianship Workload Study
APS and guardianship caseloads have increased in both volume and complexity. There is no statewide, legislatively recognized workload standard.
Guardianship cases often remain open for years, creating cumulative staffing pressure.
NCACDSS recommends the following legislative action: 
· Legislatively mandate and fund a statewide APS and guardianship workload study that include County Director input into the study design and participation in the study.
· Tie study findings to recurring state funding adjustments.
Director Guidance
Statutory mandates must be supported by data-driven staffing standards and sustainable funding.
- Talk about your caseload sizes vs. budgeted position. 
- Give data about your caseload increases. 
7. DHHS Assumption of Adult Care Homes and Assisted living facility Investigations
Currently County Department’s of Social Services are tasked with the responsibility to investigate complaints at assisted living facilities and adult care homes.  These facilities are licensed and regulated by the North Carolina Division of Health Service Regulations.  
Many times county Departments of Social Services have guardianship clients housed at these facilities where complaints are made and also in many cases are financially tied to the facility through board payments.  This creates significant conflicts of interests in these matters from a County Department of Social Services and client perspective. 
NCACDSS recommends the following legislative action: 
· Statutorily mandate that the NC Division of Health Services regulation be responsible for the investigation and decision in all complaints at state licensed assisted living facilities and adult care homes.   
Director Guidance
Use the message above and reiterate this is done in child care facilities licensed and regulated through the state. 
Give your experiences you have had in  your county. 
8. Legislative Solutions for Refusal-to-Parent Cases
Refusal-to-parent cases are increasing where parent are abandoning their responsibility of care, love and the basic necessities of their children.  These types of incidents typically involve children with severe and/or acute behavioral health needs that puts others in the home at serious risk of harm.  These children have very limited treatment options to address these behaviors.  
DSS becomes the placement of last resort without a finding of abuse or neglect.
County Department of Social Services then have to take on a heavy administrative case management burden, the high costs of placement for these children that could include foster care, and take on the behavioral health burden associated with these children.  
It should be noted County DSS agencies are not behavioral health providers.
NCACDSS recommends the following legislative action: 
· Develop statutory framework for refusal-to-parent cases.
· Expand funding for youth behavioral health services.
· Increase residential treatment capacity and crisis services.
· Align accountability and outcome based measures of managed care/behavioral health entities.
Director Guidance
Child welfare cannot absorb unmet behavioral health system gaps without statutory clarity and shared fiscal responsibility.


As always the North Carolina Association of County Directors of Social Services stand ready to partner with the North Carolina General Assembly and the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services to strengthen service delivery, protect vulnerable children, adults, and families, and address the systemic social challenges facing the citizens of North Carolina. 
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